THE AGE OF MERCANTILISM
old as the corporate system itself. Yet for centuries it
remained the weaker force, and it sought to express itself
inside the communal shell and not apart from it. In the
village it manifested itself in the husbandman who added
acre to acre in the open fields, or carved a holding out of
the waste land, or accumulated a stock of corn for sale in
the urban market, or purchased his emancipation from
labour services. The notion that mediaeval rural economy
was unprogressive is a travesty of the actual conditions
which prevailed. The increasing mobility of real property
gave rise to a land market in which holdings or fractions of
holdings exchanged hands freely: an incipient capitalism
was shattering the primitive equality of the original share-
holders in the common fields: the customary system of tillage,
in response to the growing demand for wool and corn, began
to break down with the spread of piecemeal enclosures and
profit-making husbandry. There are, indeed, abundant
signs that a more vigorous peasantry was springing up under
the spur of a restless individualism. In the towns the spirit
of initiative was revealed in the enterprise of those who
outstripped their fellows in the race, who raised themselves
to wealth and honour, who developed the woollen manu-
facture, who opened up markets abroad, all the while
retaining their status as members of the urban gilds. Alike
in agriculture, industry and trade there were spirited
pioneers of a brave new world and opportunities for the
penetration of a capitalist mentality.
However the great transformation of the traditional
economic structure was brought about when individualism
was no longer content to play a subordinate part, and strove
to free itself from the tangled network of communal
regulations. In agriculture the conflict came to a head
between those who wished to retain, and those who aspired
to destroy, the historic field systems. As the result of an
immense acceleration of pasture-farming, the open fields
with their intricate pattern of proprietary rights and
customary routine were swept away in a torrent of